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IF ONE THURSDAY MORNING -EXCEPT, OF COURSE, FOR HOLIDAYS- 
YOU FIND YOURSELF IN THE CITY OF VALENCIA, DON'T HESITATE TO 
PAY A VISIT TO THE PLACA DE LA MARE DE DÉu.  THERE YOU WILL 
HAVE THE CHANCE TO WITNESS EUROPE'S OLDEST COURT AND, IN ALL 
PROBABILITY, THE OLDEST EXISTING COURT OF JUSTICE IN THE WORLD: 
THE WATER COURT OF VALENCIA. 
J O A N  E . P E L L I C E R  U N l V E R S I T Y  O F  V A L E N C I A  
r 9 the right of the Gothic doorway >f Valencia Cathedral -the so- :alled "Apostles' Doorway", on 
account of the Biblical figures that adorn 
it- the court gathers every Thursday morn- 
ing between eleven and twelve o'clock 
noon, with an extraordinary punctuality 
that is unusual in this day and age. 
This court has exclusive jurisdiction in 
any lawsuit over the use of water for irri- 
gation brought by the farmers of the land 
surrounding the city on the river Túria, 
other than the users of the Montcada irri- 
gation canal, who form a separate com- 
munity. 
According to the consuetudinary system 
of the Horta de Valencia, the water for ini- 
gation is comrnunally owned and is insep- 
arably tied to the land it has to itngate, so 
that when someone buys farmland, they 
acquire water rights at the same time. The 
sluices that store the water and the intri- 
cate network of channels that distribute it 
over the whole area are the property of the 
different communities of water users of 
each of the "mother channels", which be- 
gin from the River Túria and form the ar- 
teries of an extensive network of canals, 
channels and ditches carrying this most 
elemental but precious of liquids to each 
comer of the region. 
In spite of the obvious industrial deve- 
lopment and the increase in the service 
sector, the capital of the País Valencia, 
and especially the neighbouring towns, 
still maintain, in a mitigated form, the 
agricultura1 character that has charac- 
terized them throughout their history. 
Historians are not yet agreed on the ori- 
gin of the Water Court. More than thirty 
years ago, in 1960, the Valencians of the 
kingdom's capital ofFicially celebrated its 
one thousandth anniversary, on the evidence 
of a text by a historian who, without any 
reliable evidence, attributed the estab- 
lishment of the Túria irrigation system 
and its juridical regime to the Caliphs 
Abd al-Rahman 111 and al-Hakam 11. But 
the distinguished Valencian Arabist Julia 
Ribera had already shown the falsity of 
the tradition that gave an Arab origin to 
the Túria's network of irrigation chan- 
nels. (In the País Valencia, popular feel- 
ing considers anything that can not ob- 
viously be put down to anyone else as 
"Moorish"). On the other hand, there is 
an abundance of written and material evi- 
dence that the Romans carried out a se- 
ries of works for channeling water in Va- 
lencia. Amongst the most important is 
the aqueduct of Xelva. 
Furthermore, none of our Arab writers at- 
tributes such an important work to any 
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authority of that time. Everything there- 
fore suggests that in the Roman period 
the distribution of water was already reg- 
ulated in some way, especially if we bear 
in mind that the volume of the River 
Túria varies so much. 
In any case, a text by Ibn Hadjan ad- 
duced by Lévi Provencal demonstrates 
that in the Valencia of the Caliphs there 
was already a legal system like the present 
one. The Arab chronicler even speaks of 
Mubhrak and Mudaffar, two slaves who 
had held the office of inspectors of the 
Túria irrigation. 
King James 1 ceded the canals and the 
waters to their users, thus respecting a 
traditional right. To be precise, in Char- 
ter XXXV the King confirms al1 the priv- 
ileges enjoyed by the irrigable land in 
the time of the Arabs. The text in ques- 
tion, written in medieval Catalan, says, 
"For us and for ours we give and con- 
cede for al1 time to al1 of you together 
and to each of the inhabitants and settlers 
of the Kingdom of Valencia, and of al1 
the land of that Kingdom, each and every 
one of the free canals, greater, lesser and 
smaller, with the waters and the springs." 
The waters of the Túria are distributed 
amongst the different canals; on the left 
bank of the river they feed the canals of 
Montcada, of Tormos, Mestalla and Ras- 
canya, on the right bank those of Quart, 
Mislata, Favara and Rovella. Each canal, 
or sequia, has its syndic, or sequier, who 
is in charge of the scrupulous sharing of 
the water amongst the users. In times of 
drought the sequier has unlimited powers 
to distribute the available water and, in 
cases where crops are threatened, can 
concede water ex gratia to the detriment 
of other, less exposed farmers. 
Eight syndics, one for each canal, and 
two for the Quart canal -one correspond- 
ing to the main stream and another for 
the Benniger and Faitanar stream- make 
up the deliberative and executive as- 
sembly of the court, which is not subject 
to any other higher jurisdiction, so that 
there is no possibility of appeal. The 
court sits every Thursday and deals with 
and settles differences between water 
users as well as the complaints of exces- 
sive watering made by the atandadors, 
auxiliaries subordinate to each syndic, in 
a trial that is free, oral and summary. 
To guarantee its impartiality (we must 
not forget that the syndics are also grow- 
ers and their own interests may be af- 
fected), the procedure established is as 
follows: having heard the two parties, a 
syndic from the other side of the river 
-those of Favara and Mestalla, respect- 
ively- proposes the sentence and the 
court, after briefly deliberating sotto 
voce, without the participation of the 
syndic for the canal concerned, passes 
judgement. The president of the court, 
designated by turns, usually points with 
his foot to the litigant, whom he author- 
izes to speak or not with the utterance 
"Parle voste!" or "Calle voste!". 
The only language used by the court is 
Valencian. The sentence is verbal, al- 
though the court secretary keeps a record 
with the names of al1 the litigants and the 
fines imposed, which, by the way, have 
to be paid immediately. Apart from the 
typical black smock worn by the mem- 
bers of the court and which is nothing 
other than the ceremonial dress of the Va- 
lencian farmers of the beginning of this 
century, there is another unusual aspect 
of the externa1 elements of the court, 
which is the fact that the currency unit 
used is the Valencian pound, which is 
worth 3.75 pesetas and is made up of 
twenty sous, which, in turn, consist of 
twelve diners each. 
The farmers of the Horta de Valencia feel 
respect, admiration and pride for their 
Court, which has managed to keep its juris- 
diction independent in face of the power 
and insistence of the unifying tendencies 
of state legislation, including, of course, 
the Spanish Constitution of 1978. 
